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change hypotheses could not explain the present data.
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AN F'1PERIMENTAL TEST OF THREE CHOICE SHIFT HYPOTHESES

by

cohn Keith Murnighar. and Carl H. Castore

Purdue University

Research on Lne risky shift (or choice shift) phenomenon

has recently led ro an impasse where several hypotheses have been

proposed but where none stands out as the most plausible. Recently

Pruitt (1971) has argued that experimental tests are needed to

eliminate one or more hypothesis while presenting strong evidence

for those hypotheses which remain.

The present study is an attempt to pit three recent

hypotheses against one another. The risk-as-value hypothesis (Brown,

1975; M-adaras and PJem, 1968; Pruitt, 1968) states that a choice

shift depends upon two assumptions: 1) risk is valued in our cul-

ture in most situations, and 2) social comparison processes operate

when a group convenes to make a decision or discuss an issue. For

situations eliciting a value for risk, individuals hope to appear

at least as risky as other group members. Individuals who find

themselves in a group of people who have advocated a riskier position

than their own shift toward risk, causing the average for the group

as a whole to shift toward risk. For situations eliciting a value

for caution, the same processes apply in the opposite direction and

cause an apparent group shift toward caution. Several studies (e.g.,

Levinger and Schneider, 1969; Wallach and Wing, 1968) have supported

these assumptions.
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The second hypothesis, presented by Vinokur (1971), also

assumes risk as a cultural value in most situations. Instead of

assuming the existence of social comparison processes, however,

the relevant argunents hypothesis assumes zhat information in the

group discussion is most often information sujporting the risky

alternative. This information, if it is new, contributes to a

group's shift toward risk in most situatiens. The converse holds

true in situations which elicit a value for caution.

The final hypothesis to be tested in the present experiment

is the conformity-attitude change hypothesis presented by Castore and

Roberts (1972). This hypothesis, borrowing from Sherif's social

judgement-involvement model (Sherif, Sherif, and Nebergall, 1965),

assu.es that the individual ho is risky is also highly comitted.

This individual is normally the most influential group member during

the group's discussion, and elicits conformity and attitude change

among the other group members toward his risky position.

Figure I indicates the general types of individual risk

preference changes which -would be znticipated for Choice Dile -a

Questionnaire (CDQ) type items (Ko-,.in and Wallach, 1964) following

exposure to a series of risky or ca;:tious argum ents under the fore-

going three hypotheses.

Insert Figure I about here

These predictions may be sumarized as follos:

1) Risk-as-Value Hypothesis: For the risk-oriented items,

groups should shift toward risk after hearing risky arguments

gA
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and should not shift after hearing cautious arguments.

rThe reverse holds for the two caution-oriented iteas.

2) Relevant Argum ents Hypothesis: New information, whether

it is contained in cautious or risky argiments, should cause

a shift toward the type of argument presented.

3) Conformity-Attitude Change Hypothesis: Both cautious

and risky arguments should change the preferences of the

group, with risky arguments causing a greater shift.

METHOD

Subjects. The subjects were 68 undergraduates in the introductory

psychology class at a large Midrestern university. Their participation

fulfilled part of a cource requirement.

Procedure. Subjects responded to the CDQ on a ten-point scale, from

I chance in 10 through 9 chances in 10, including an opportunity to

respond that the risky alternative should not be taken, regardless of the

odds. (This response was scored as 10 chances in 10). Following their

initial responses, subjects were presented with the first set of argu-

ments. The arguments were homogeneous with respect to the position they

advocated (i.e., all risky, or all cautious). Each set included three

arguments presented by three different individuals. Subjects were told

that these arguments had been tape recorded in a previous experiment and

had bean selected to represent the responses of three average subjects.

(Actually, the arguments had 6een read from a script by confederates of

the experimenter.) Each set advocated 1, 2, and 3 chances in 10 (risk

argutents) or 7, 8, and 9 chances in 10 (caution arguments,. Following
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presentation of the argument set for each item, subjects responded

as to their risk preferences a second time. The final stage of the

experiment duplicated the previous stage, in that a set of three

homogeneous arguments was again presented to the subjects before

they reevaluated their risk preferences.

Design. 'he arguments were presented so that each subject heard

six risk arguent sets and six caution argumet sets, auring each

phase of the experiment. Subjects also received each of the fove: pos-

sible argument sequences (risk-risk, risk-caution, caution-risk,

and caution-caution), one sequence for each of three of the twelve

items. Each of the twelve items was paired with each of the four

argument sequences for one-fourth of the subjects. The three dif-

ferent risk levels advocated in each argument set were randomly

ordered.

For the risk-risk and the caution-caution argument sequences

the information contained in the two argument sets was the same. The

second set of arguments was slightly reworded and was read by differ-

ent confederates so that the arguments per se would not sound exactly

he same. For the risk-caution and the caution-risk argument sequences,

the information contained in each of the argument sets was different.

An example of one of the cautious arguments used for the

first of the twelve items was "Staying with his present company means

security for him and his family. He will receive a good pension and a

good income. I don't think Mr. A should try it unless his chances are

at least 7 in 10." The other arguments were similar in length and
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content. Follaing presentation of the three argu=ents in each

set, the subjects were requested to present an argu=ent supporting

their own current position. They were told that their responses

were being tape recorded for potential use in similar experiments

in the future. No such recordings were actually made; the subjects

merely presented their argiments into a dead microphone.

The experiment, then, proceeded through three phases: a

pretest and two posttests, each follr-ing presentation of a group

of three-argulment sets.

RESULTS

Three separate analyses were performed to test the pre-

dictions of the different hypotheses. An overall analysis of variance

(items x arguments x trials x subjects) was Performed on the subjects'

risk preferences to test the predictions of the relevant argu=ents

and the conformity-attitude change hypotheses. Two separate analyses

of variance, one for the risk-oriented items and one for the caution-

oriented item, were performed to test the predictions of the risk-

( as-value hypothesis.

The overall analysis revealed two significant main effects

and two significant interactions: The items and the arguments main

effec .s [F(11,704)=17.11, p < .01 and F(3,64)=18.33, p < .01 respect-

ively], the items x trials interaction [F(22,1408)=1.78, p < .051 and

the arguments x trials interaction [F(6,128)=27.51, p < .01].

The significant interactions were further analyzed on a post

hoc basis using the Newman-Kuels procedure (Winer, 1962). The items
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x trials interaction, which just reached significance, shows no

significant differences between trials for any one item. Instead,

the significant differences were found between items. (This result

was not unexpected in the light of the main effect for items and

national norms compiled for the items by Pruitt and Teger (1967).

Because of these differences, additional analyses were performed

on each item individually. Only one item showed a non-significant

arguments x trials interaction. Although the items sho .ed different

values for the first trial, the changes caused by rhe arguments tended

to be uniform across item. in effect, then, each individual item

acted very =uch like the twelve items analyzed together.

Post hoc analysis of the arguments x trials interaction,

shown in Figure 2, revealed that presentation of new information led

to a significant shift toward the position advocate4 by the information.

Presentation of information that was not new resulted in non-significant

changes. Figures 16 and 2 are nearly identical. This then appears to

be strong evidence for the relevant arguments hypothesis, and negative

evidence for che conformity-attitude change hypothesis.

Analysis of the risk-oriented items revealed the same results

as in the overall analysis, with only minor changes in the value of

the F-ratios. Analysis of the two caution-oriented items revealed

significant main effects for items (F(l,64)=5.66,p < .01] and for argu-

ments [F(3,64)=4.84, p < .01]. The arguments x trials interaction was

also significant [F(6,128)=6.80, p < .01). Although post hoc differences

did not reveal such clearcut findings for the caution-oriented items

m I.
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as for the risk-oriented items and the overall analysis, the sate

basic pattern res,,Ited. In half of the conditions where new informa-

tion was presented, subjects showed a significant shift toward the

type of information presented. For the other half of the conditions

where new information was presented, the change was in the right di-

rection, and close to significant valuez. When no new information was

presented, no shift resulted. These results strongly support the

relevant arguments hypothesis and refute the predictions of the risk-

as-value hypothesis.

CONCLUSIO.JS

Before turning to the hypotheses, a general discussion of the

data analysis is in order. Different hypotheses were tested by different

analyses. However, all of the analyses of variance showed basically the

same pattern, even those performed on the individual items. The most

consistent finding in these analyses was the significance of the argu-

cents x trials interaction. Only in the analysis of one of the item

did this interaction not reach significance. This finding, that the

arguments would have different effects at different trials, was an in-

herent a.su-ption in this research and was strongly confirmed.

The risk-as-value hypothesis was tested with two analyses, one

using only caution-oriented items and one using only risk-oriented iteas.

Risky arguments did affect the subjects' positions on the caution-oriented

items, and cautious arguments affected the subjects' positions on the

risk-oriented items. It might be argued that when the risky arguments

were presented, a value fcr risk was elicited, and that cautious argu=ents
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likeLse elicited a value for caution, regardless of the orientation

of the itens. This interoretation does not tae into coasideration

that porti-en of the risk-as-va" e hypothesis which assumes that sub-

jects are motivated to co:pare their responses with the other group

members to determine whether, in risk-oriented situations, they are

as risky or riskier than most of the other group re~bers. hen find-

ing that the other mezbers espouse cautious positions, the risk-as-

value hvpothesis would certainly predict no shift (Figure in). The

data, hcrever, for icens w-eli-docu=ented in their risk- or catcion-

orientation (Pruitt -n-d Teger, 1-967), does reveal a shift in the

direction of the argu.ents Presented when the information is ner,

whether the arg =eats favor caution or risk. The risk-as-value by-

pothesis cannot explain these findings.

The confor-ity-atticude change hy-pothesis aight couater

the present results w'ith an exnlanation of the data that cites the

fact that the other "group me bers" were in fact not coaitted to their

positions, but were merely reading a script. T-his is a plausible ex-

j planation. Hoever, the lack of a second shift in conditions where no

new information is presented cannot be e=lained by the conformity-

attitude change hypothesis. (For that atter it can owly be explained

with difficulty by the risk-as-value hypothesis.)

T.e only hypothesis which predicts and explains all of the

data in this experiment is the relevant arguzents hypothesis. Us

prediction was an almost perfect representation of the actual data. V
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New information, whether is supports risk or caution, whether it is

given for risk- or caution-oriented items, produces a shift in the

direction of the information presented. Information that is not new

does not produce a shift. Obviously, these findings are not relevant

to other hypotheses that have been presented to account for choice

shifts. Further research may determine the capabilities of these hy-

potheses, including the survivor of the present experiment, the relevant

arguments hypothesis. The tests reported here, though, at least show data

strongly in favor of one specific hypothesis. It remains for other possible

choice shift explanations to surpass the predictions of this hypothesis in

future tests.

L
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FIGURE CAPTIONS

1. The predictions of the three hypotheses: (a) the risk-as-

value hypothesis (for risk-oriented items only; the prediction for

the caution-oriented items is a mirror image of this prediction);

(b) the relevant arguments hypotheses; and (c) the conformity-atti-

tude change hypothesis.

2. The means of the arguments by trials interaction. Insertion of

.01 in the figure indicates significant differences (p < .01) between

the two connected points using the Newman-Kuels procedure; insertion of

ns indicates no significant difference.
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